Economics of Grazing Alfalfa on Michigan Dairy Farms
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Introduction used. Simulations were done for 25 weather years using
Costs of feed productionand manure handlingare  EastLansing, Michiganweather.

increasing more rapidly thanthe price of milk, placingan

economic squeeze on dairy farmers. Decreasing profitResults and Discussion

causing manyto look for waysto reduce their costs. Use of rotational grazing along with good feeding

One optionisthe use of rotational grazing systemsto management provided a substantial reductioninthe use
reduce feed costs. A deterrentto the adoption of grazindconserved forage, corn, and soybean meal on this
isthe lack of goodinformation onthe long-term representative farm. The simulated feeding strategy
economic benefits of grazing. Although manyfarmer  replaced TMR with grazed alfalfa based upon
testimonials are heard, well documented comparisons afvailability. The TMR was balanced to meetthe energy
grazing and confined feeding systems are seldom founénd protein needs of the animals while considering the
Such comparisons are difficult because variationsin  quantity and quality of grazed alfalfa consumed. The net
weather across locations and years obscure the data ttesult was the use of about 40% less alfalfa hay and
mustbe compared. A proper comparison must be mad#éage, 35% less cornsilage, 10% less corngrain, and
over many years of weather accounting for equipment, 25% less soybean meal.

material and labor requirements, forage losses, and feed

supplementation. Amodel of the dairy forage system Use of grazing provided an economic advantage over
(DAFOSYM) provides atool for performingsuchan  confined feeding. Equipmentand material costs were

analysis. similar between the systems because the amortized cost
offence and watering equipmentwas largely offset by

Methods the cost saving obtained through less hours of use of

To evaluate the costs and benefits of grazingin harvesting, feeding, and manure handling machinery. This

Michigan, DAFOSYM was used to compare the long- reductionin machinery use also reduced fuel and electric
term performance and economics of confined feeding use about 33%. With less machinery use, less labor was
and grazing systems onarepresentative dairyfarm.  required. The labor saving was partially offset by grazing
Farm simulations showed how grazing of alfalfa affects managementlabor giving anetreduction of 26%. Seed,
feed requirements, manure handling, overallfeedand fertilizer, and chemical costs were reduced 23% with
manure costs, and the risk or year-to-year variation of grazing primarily because less cornwas produced.
these costs. Afurther analysis was conducted to About 34% less bedding was required with 34% less
determine the sensitivity of the predicted results to manure hauled each year. Altogether, these effects
assumptionsfor herd production level, crop productivityprovided a 12% reduction in the average feed and
under grazing, machinery life, and grazing managementmanure handling cost. Grazing the 18,000 Ib herd
costs. reduced these costs by $0.83/cwt of milk produced
comparedtothe confined feeding system. Ata
Thefarmincluded 100 milking animals plus replacemenproduction level of 20,000 Ib/cow, the cost reduction
stock on 250 acres of owned land. Essentially all foragevas slightly less at $0.73/cwt. The netreturn or profit
and grain feeds required by the herd were produced omargin of the farm was increased by $146/cow or $58/
the farm. The same machinery and structures were usedre.
for both confined feeding and grazing systems. Grazing
systemsrequired additionalinvestmentsinfenceand The use of grazing did increase the risk in maintaining
watering equipment. Fence included both hightensile feed costs. The variation in feed and manure handling
perimeter fence and electric fence used toform costs for the grazing system over many years of weather
paddocks. Labor for grazing managementwas assumehs 40% greater than the variation of those costs with
to be 5 h perweek during the grazing season. Milk  confined feeding. This occurred because the annual
productionlevels of 18,000 and 20,000 Ib/cowwere fluctuationinyield for grazed alfalfa due to the influence
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of weather was higher than the variation of the averageConclusion

production of allharvested feeds. Eventhoughthe  Grazing of alfalfais an economically viable option for

variationwas greater with grazing, feedand manure  dairy farmsin Michigan. The grazing strategy used and

costswere always less with grazing. otherassumptions of the analysis affectthe benefit
received. With the strategy evaluated in this study, many

Amajorassumptioninthis analysis was thatthe same of the inputs infeed production are reduced and the

milk production was maintained for both the confined need for purchased feedsisreduced. The overall result

feeding and grazing systems. Further analysis determinezhn increase in the annual returnto management or farm

that the dairy producer could acceptup to a 1,600 Ib/ profitability of $100 to $240/cow.

cowdecrease in milk production with this grazing system

in Michigan and still obtain a greater profitthan the

alternative with confined feeding. The sensitivity of

several other assumptions of the analysis are notedin

Table 1.

Tablel. Thereductionincostandtheincreaseinnetreturn attained through grazing ofaherd
producing 20,000 Ib/cow and the effect of changesin certain assumptions used to describe the
grazing system onthis costand net return.

Changeingrazing system Reductionin Increasein
feed & manure cost netreturn
($/cwt) ($/cow)
Base grazing system 73 142
20% loweryield of grazed alfalfa .50 98
6 year alfalfa stand life T7 150
20% greater fence costs .68 132
10 h/wk for grazing managementlabor .66 128
14 year machinery life 1.05 238
Smaller equipmentand forage structures 1.08 212
40% culling rate and bloat control additive 71 111
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